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TEXTS

August 11, 2024

2 Samuel 18:5-9, 15, 31-33
1 Kings 19:4-8

Psalm 34:1-8

Ephesians 4:25-5:2

John 6:35, 41-51

What links the texts this week?

The work of the Divine is the work of provision for the whole of Her people. As individuals, we may
not feel that we can do much. As individuals, we may feel powerless in our suffering. As individuals,
all of the hardships we must face can feel like far more than we can bear. Even when our anguish is
unimaginable, we can move in knowlege that we are in God’s family. We are in a divine community
of co-believers and co-creators of abundant life everalsting. We have no guarantees that tribulation
will never come, but we can trust that we are strongest when we return to community. VWe cannot
depend on the status quo and its existing institutions to take care of our needs. We know that our
prosperity must come from the Holiness we hold in our own hands. May we enflesh our freedom
together.

ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to Worship

Where is Liberation inviting us today?

Where is Love Luring us?

Where is the Spirit longing to meet us?

Where are our collaborative efforts needed?
Where can we create with one another places of respite?

The Holy meets us in ordinary acts of compassion,
They plot with us towards delight,

They rejoice when we co-create hope.

Let us meet Them here today!

Opening Prayer

The Bread of Life says we will never hunger again—says we will live forever. How do we make sense of this,
oh God? Your beloveds are dying on the vine! Desert takes over once fertile land. The lioness searches for
food and finds none. Evil starves whole populations of humans, flora & fauna. Your beloveds hunger!—for
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nourishment, for liberation. Co-create with us humble tables of sustenance where we might offer to one
another food, company, life. Where the stories of love we tell live forever. What else are we to do, Oh
God? Help us. Accompany us. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

“The revolution starts by building with the most marginalized, poor folks in your own backyard.” says
abolitionist and scientist Dr. Ayesha Khan. We add to the ripples of revolution by collecting our offerings
today. We keep our attention fixed on the needs in our own backyard. Come.

Prayer of Dedication

Revolutionary Compassion, you never heed laws meant to protect the lovers of greed & destruction. Like
you, we will not wait for systems of empire to save us—for how can that which is rooted in death bring
us life? We will grow affection, solidarity, and delight from the roots! Bless our offerings to shaking off
frameworks of violence and watering Ways of Life. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth, seeking eternal life

by nourishing ordinary acts of love,

that compassion may ripple through the generations.
Go with God who goes with us.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

¢ How would your religious community react to a challenge of Jesus’ divinity as they presently under-
stand it? Why is that? How does their Christology shape how they see their own faith and what about
that formation may need to change?

*  What limiting institutions could your faith community have a role in subverting?

*  What boundaries do you need to have in place to ensure that those you serve understand your limita-
tions and respect them?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Casey Overton (she/they).

Cosmic - Bread of life? | love bread as much as anybody else. Is it manna? Communion bread? Is our Lord and
Savior a Cheddar Bay biscuit? The toast from Raising Cane’s or Texas Roadhouse rolls with the honey butter?
Maybe he’s the bread they give you with fried fish as your bone-swallow insurance because I’'m positive that
bread has saved lives.

Understanding what Jesus meant by himself being the bread of life is a complicated task made even more
difficult without the help of the entire chapter.The Common Lectionary drops us mid-conversation with an
insider that we won’t get unless we’re there to hear the whole story. Chapter 6 begins with Jesus feeding
thousands of his listeners and leaving twelve baskets left over. In Jewish popular imagination, this feat was

a symbol of the twelve loaves of shewbread that were “presented and shown in the Temple of Jerusalem

in the Presence of God,” according to Britannica. The people would have recognized this as a reimaging of
the sustenance, flourishing, and abundance that the shewbread signified, and this is part of why they became
frenzied in their pursuit of their newfound prophet.

We understand Jesus’ “bread of life” speech as a claim to his role as the Messiah.We use this as evidence
of Jesus’ supremacy and majesty - His unique right to be our Lord and Savior.The Christian imagination

has surmised that only Jesus is the sustainer of life, and that life sustains only through Jesus Christ.This is
incongruent with the Jewish understanding of the shewbread Jesus is referencing. Mendy Kaminker explains
that,

“Maimonides says that he wasn’t able to find explanations for this mitzvah. However, different explanations
have been given over the years, and there is a central message that is similar in all the explanations: the
showbread symbolizes the material abundance that G-d gives to the Jews. It’s a continuous reminder that
our livelihoods and food come only from G-d.”

The shewbread in the temple was not a manifestation of God Themself.The bread isn’t God. It wasn’t supposed
to be. Jewish people would not have much reason to make such a conflation.The shewbread was an important
part of religious ritual, but it ain’t quite transubstantiation.The core purpose of the shewbread is to illustrate
an aspect of God’s character without being God itself.

“The Talmud tells us,‘If a person wants to become rich, he should point his feet to the north when he
prays. The table was on the north side of the Temple, and the showbread was a perpetual reminder of
G-d’s generosity, and the channel for abundance and prosperity.”

Where the Christian imagination reads Jesus identifying himself as God, Jewish imagination may have clearly
understood Jesus claiming divinity through the “l am” statement while also differentiating himself from God.
Rebecca Lesses in Jewish Annotated New Testament explains how “...divine qualities were found not only in the
creator of the universe, but in a host of other beings known by various names: sons of God; the Angel of the
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Lord...” and she goes on to name others. Divinity in Jewish tradition didn’t fall neatly into contemporary
Christianity’s black/white, God/notGod binary.“Jews and Christians in the biblical period and Late antiquity
believed in a panoply of supernatural beings who partook in divine power and glory.”

Jesus doesn’t amass a fandom just from some spiritualized, otherworldly secret sauce that makes him better
than everyone. In this text, his cosmic power lies in his enfleshed belief that his people are deserving of
abundance and prosperity which he evidenced by feeding them. He ends by saying that he will dedicate his
body to the flourishing of his people. Maybe that’s what’s so holy about him.

Structural - If we're itching to break free from Nicene and Chalcedonian zipties, we may find an
appreciation for a version of Jesus’ divinity that isn’t so cut and dry. As much hell as the councilors raised
trying to assert Jesus’ nature with him nowhere near the room with them, imagine how confused those
encountering the Book of John must been without having any substantial separation between Jewish and
Christian identity. Even more confused would be the narrative’s cast who are listening to Jesus talk like a
lesser deity. This crowd he’s teaching is attempting olympic-level mental gymnastics trying to process Jesus
as a begotten son of God.To crank this theological mayhem up a notch, Rebecca Lesses enlightens us again
saying, “While according to Jewish theological belief God does not have a son,...The term ‘sons of God’
refers to a council of divine beings who advise God and carry out his commands.”

This could make Jesus’ claims that God is his “Father” sound borderline absurd to the Jewish listeners. It’s
this declaration that has the crowd squinting with puckered lips and heads tilted. The obvious challenge to
Jesus’ claims arises from the familiar crowd:“We literally know your parents.You're Joseph and Mary’s kid.”

This introduces an implicit battle of two households - Jesus’ “earthly” home and his “heavenly” home as
Christian imagination may think of them. Jesus is claiming to belong to God’s household, and the people
are baffled because you can’t just start claiming another household out of nowhere.There’s a system, and it
doesn’t work like that.Ve are now very familiar and accepting of this Jesus who readily disrupts the family
system that most citizens took as natural law.We recognize Jesus doing big theological work by claiming
sonship in God’s household, but our text suggests that this may not be a purely spiritual assertion.

The “Bread of Life” is a material, consumable representation of the people’s fortune. God offers both
manna and the “Bread of life” from heaven as sustenance to Her people. Believing in the “Bread of Life” is
believing in a people who are deserving of abundance and flourishing even as the empire enacts austerity
against them. Now, the power to hold and control resources in the empire is largely if not primarily
determined by family. With the family as the major deciding institution for one’s class and access to power,
Jesus, the son of a craftsman, would be blocked from any high religious or political authority to shift the
people’s material condition.The only remotely conceivable way around this would be for Jesus to actually
have an entirely different family...so that’s what he did.

This text is not asking us to form councils, committees, conferences, and cadres to war over the minutiae of

God’s immaculate conception of the Christ. The level of Jesus’ divinity expressed in his own alleged words
is ambiguous at best, regardless of the author’s agenda. Jesus is distinguishing God as the head of household,
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but as the son (and presumably chief heir), Jesus has been given access to the resources of the household. By
changing his family, Jesus is close to accomplishing a monumental imperial upset without staging a life-ending
coup. Do his statements sound a little delusional? Yes.Will some people just outright reject the claim? Of
course.When only one person says something wild, we brand them as insane.As it catches on, though, it can
fuel revolutions.The text doesn’t have Jesus claiming this authority just so he can lord it over everyone and
be transcendent. The Good News about Jesus being the Bread of Life is that he’s sharing that abundance with
all of us - we can join the family.Verse 33 says “For the bread of God is that which comes down from heaven
and gives life to the world.”

We've been spiritualizing Jesus as the bread of life, but his statements taken in context and within the
traditions of his people, suggest that Jesus’ claims, down to his sonship in God, is woven into this imperative
that the people be fed real food. Manna, the original bread of life, only lasted a day or two before it spoiled.
The shewbread which would come later never spoiled and therefore served as an infinite expansion of
manna.“Your ancestors ate manna and they died,” is a seemingly insensitive quip that acknowledges what the
people may have been grappling with theologically - we’re in the land of milk and honey with no promise.This
wasn’t supposed to be the future of Israel, and this isn’t what our ancestors risked their lives for.

The manna spoiling fast wasn’t inherently a bad thing. The manna spoiling filtered out hoarding tendencies and
encouraged equitable labor distribution. It proved to the people that subsistence was a right. The unspoiling
shewbread then graduated the Hebrew children to an expectation of abundance. It was such a blessing to

be delivered, but life-saving doesn’t necessarily mean life-sustaining. Having just enough is worth a praise,

but having more than enough is worth shouting for. On the heels of a miracle resulting in TWELVE piles

of leftovers (one to represent every tribe of Israel), Jesus being some of that everlasting bread is how he’s
making a point. If Jesus’ teachings represent the prosperity that they felt cheated out of, Jesus can give them
access to the elusive abundance.

If Jesus’ family was the main institutional obstacle to shifting his status and claiming authority, he would have
no choice but to subvert the institution. Once he does, a working-poor man from Nazareth whose father and
mother the people know can still be our key to abundant life.

Interpersonal - The Book of John employs a number of narratives that present the public as confused,
reluctant, or hostile recipients of Jesus’ ministry. In this case, they just seem fickle and reckless. Our passage
really sings when we recall that only 20 verses earlier, the people questioning his authority were about to
forcibly abduct him to make him king. The commentary in the Jewish Annotated New Testament notes that
The risk in being made king by popular acclaim, rather than as a Roman vassal, was that the Romans would
regard such an act as treasonous and would execute the would-be ruler.* In this narration, the people were
so consumed with their hope for better that Jesus’ life and wellness floated well beyond their concern. After
the author alleges they almost attempted a coup that surely would have killed him, it seems the same group
has searched for him to almost immediately complain about the authority Jesus is claiming.... Didn’t y’all just
try to force him onto a throne?

There are times when you genuinely want to help your people out, and they end up asking for much more
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of you than you feel you have to give.This very human Jesus who hides from the people resonated with
this Enneagram 5 essayist carrying a perpetual, not-quite-irrational fear of the world depleting my limited
resources. Jesus’ recognition that he cannot and should not “do it all”” weirdly empowers those of us who
wish we could help everyone. Instead of settling into his new role as the people’s dead king walking, Jesus
prioritizes his safety and skedaddles. He hides from folks for some time, they hunt him down anyway, so the
strange conversation of our focus text unfolds.

Even as Jesus may be frustrated in this narrative, he’s not hostile. He returns to the people in the capacity

he knows he can handle. He meets the people again to do what he’s been called to. Even as their strategy
showed some disregard for his life, their exceedingly democratic proposal was likely the only way they
would have access to civic action. In this political moment, | wish we could be bold civic actors who didn’t
rely on the prescribed undemocratic electoral theater for our woefully uninspiring political leadership, but
we’ll indulge that some other time. If the people, as written by John’s author, saw a rare chance and took it
at Jesus’ expense, that probably says more about their desperation than their values. Jesus doesn’t berate
them for hunting him down nor does he quit ministry and use his acclaim to secure a politically questionable
nonprofit job. He speaks to their desperation and offers them an alternative pathway, albeit dimly lit, to get
what they deserve.

Regardless of your faith, we are called to show up for community, engage in political education, and be
willing to redistribute resources for our collective flourishing.We are not called to be everyone’s Savior,
and the crucifixion is the most sobering reminder that God may not save us from whatever cross afflicts
us.Womanist theology problematizes this notion that sacrifice is salvific in itself. Sacrifices may need to be
made, but if we're arrogant enough to believe that we have to bleed out to save the world, this is a really
weird reduction of Jesus’ ministry.

Jesus’ example in this text gives us permission to take care of ourselves, change course, withdraw, be
frustrated, but not to abandon community. Even when the calls are nonstop and our inbox is flooded, we
should care for ourselves, and return with a better set of boundaries.The key is that we return.VWWe cannot
afford betrayals of previous commitments and hoarding of resources in the name of individualistic and
corporatized self-care. Jesus knew trying to be a king wouldn’t work.That was too big of an ask, but when
they find him again, he lets them know how he is willing to be available for them.
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Sources:

Rebecca Lesses “Divine Beings” in the Jewish Annotated New Testament

“Shewbread” in Brittanica

Mendy Kaminker “The Showbread: The How and Why of the Temple Bread Offering” for
Chabbad.org

Words for inspiration:

Listen or check out the lyrics of “You are my Daily Bread” by Fred Hammond - one of many gospel bops
from my childhood

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

A more expansive freedom

Lagos: Subscribers tear down MTN office’s iron fence over blocked SIM cards
Supreme Court Term Limits

lowa enlists businesses to thwart human trafficking

US elections 2024: Will Kamala Harris make any difference on Gaza?

[enfleshe]d doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought
partners

Commentaries Author

Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical communications strategist and spiri-
tual activist who is deeply vested in the development of healing cultures.
They are the editor of “Liturgy that Matters”, an enfleshed publication.
She also serves as the associate director of communications for an
organization that supports organizing and advocacy for housing justice.
As a multispiritual worker, they love being immersed in cooperative
interfaith dialogue while creating restorative space for those marginalized
within or beyond faith institutions. She’s also an amateur poet, nap-taker,
and time-bender. She resides in the stolen Powhatan lands now called

Richmond, VA. Follow her on Facebook and Twitter for more content
and updates!
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Liturgy Author

Rev. Molly Bolton (she/they) is a spiritual director, hospital chaplain,
and poet who lives in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina
with her partner, baby, and a tuxedo cat. She engages poetry as a tool
for liberative spiritual care in clinical, ecclesiastical, and community
settings. Molly holds a Master of Divinity from Wake Forest School of
Divinity and a Diploma in the Art of Spiritual Direction from San
Francisco Theological Seminary. She was trained as a chaplain at
Cleveland Clinic and is ordained in the United Church of Christ.
Hikes with stream crossings, feminist romance novels, and porch-

sits with beloveds are a few of their favorite things. Find them at
revmollybolton.com and on insta @mijbolton.

Editor
Casey Overton (she/they) is the editor of “Liturgy that Matters.”
Copyright

A subscription to Liturgy that Matters grants permission for one person or one faith community to use these materials for
worship and preparation. Sharing enfleshed materials further violates the term of the subscription and hinders the well-being
of enfleshed and its potential to serve the church in growing capacities.

Please ensure attribution to “enfleshed” is included somewhere on your worship materials, screen, or verbally when enfleshed
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permissions are needed to livestream worship using these resources.

Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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